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“The failure of counterterrorist efforts to understand the ways in which women radicalize, support and perpetrate violence cedes 
the benefit of their involvement to extremist groups.” (Gentry, 2019)

Abstract
Women have unique roles in perpetrating terrorist violence compared to their male counterparts. Beyond the traditional roles of women in 
terrorist organizations, women have taken on roles of operational support and espionage, given the societal expectations of women’s 
capacity to promote peace instead of performing violent acts. Further, the motivations that encourage women to join terrorist organizations 
are typically consistent to the motivations of men. When engaging in policy planning and overall discussions surrounding radicalization, an 
integrated awareness of gender must be enhanced for those working on countering violent extremism/radicalization efforts. 

Introduction
The role that women have in terrorist operations and organizations 
is often overlooked. The literature exploring gender in the conflict 
and security sectors frequently focuses on their efforts to reduce 
violence and promote peace/mediation efforts (Fink et al., 2013). 
2020, signifies the 20th anniversary of the integral United Nations 
Security Council Resolution 1325 (UNSCR 1325), which has paved 
a path for promoting gender equality and empowerment, while also 
working to highlight the impacts of violent conflict on women. While 
these efforts have created groundbreaking developments towards 
gender equality, they often fail to recognize the ability of women to 
contribute to violence, particularly within terrorist organizations. 

By and large, the majority of terrorist related violence is carried 
out by men, but women have also been involved in violent actions 
that could be considered as terrorist actions for well over a 
century (Gentry, 2019). Furthermore, women represent roughly 
10 to 15 percent of the members of terrorist organizations 
(Warner & Matfess, 2017). Yet, within the scope of traditional 
norms, women are often viewed as less likely to carry out acts of 
violence, and therefore only contribute to furthering terrorist and 
extremist causes through their seemingly ‘traditional’ role as the 
caretaker of the family (Bloom, 2017).

It is pertinent that those who undertake research on countering 
violent extremism (CVE) or counterterrorism (CT) also recognize 
the role that women may have in not only preventing violence and 
conflict, but perpetuating it as well (OSCE, 2019).  While the roles 
of women in terrorism can vary widely, this paper will focus 
mostly on the role of women in jihadist-terrorist based violence.

The Role of Women in Terrorism
In recent years, CT and preventing violent extremism (PVE) 
research has tried to identify the roles of women within terrorist 
organizations, and the significance that these roles have for these 

organizations. Ultimately, women’s tasks and responsibilities in 
terrorist operations have evolved over the past several decades. 
Depending on the contexts these women find themselves in, their 
responsibilities vary (Gentry, 2019). Women may take on more 
“traditional” roles in conflicts, acting as supporters and child 
bearers, but can also take on more tactical roles. These tactical 
roles include logistical coordination, recruitment, operational 
support, espionage, soldiers and even suicide bombers 
(Speckhard, 2008). 

Indeed, the role of women in terrorist operations should not be 
overlooked, as they have both a clear influence over their family, 
as well as in the operational roles that they can adopt. As such, 
women can work to indoctrinate their families while for example, 
simultaneously facilitating radicalization and terrorist recruitment 
efforts (Gentry, 2019). In addition, women may carry out violent or 
other support actions under the premise that they are less likely to 
be caught by security forces, due to the emotional response that is 
often seen when women perpetrate terrorist actions (OSCE, 2019). 
Terrorist organizations have been able to take advantage of this 
notion, as the role of women engrained within society, is one of 
upholding values of modesty and traditional values, enabling them 
to maintain a lower profile in the eyes of security forces working 
on counter terrorist contexts (Bloom, 2017). 

For example, the role of women in the Islamic State (IS), after the 
group declared their caliphate in 2014, has been discussed in 
great detail. Academics and policy experts have tried to identify 
the motivations of women who travel (particularly in the cases 
where they are coming from European countries) to join the IS’s 
efforts in Syria/Iraq. Their motivations while often similar, are 
also driven independently from those of their male counterparts. 
When women are perceived to have emotional motivations to join 
terrorist organizations, or carry out terrorist actions, this 
ultimately emphasizes the personal/emotional stereotypes that 

exist around women in conflict, and therefore depoliticizes their 
violent actions (CTED, 2019).

By generalizing the roles that women undertake in conflict, 
specifically in the context of terrorism related activity, these 
women’s motivations for participating in these actions may be 
misconstrued, often being labelled as naïve or done under the 
premise of manipulation. When women become radicalized, there 
are multiple motivations for them to support terrorist groups and 
actions. Many of these motivations can be understood as 
ideologically driven. But various discussions emerging on 
women’s roles in terrorism and radicalization from policy makers 
and researchers, paint women as victims to the male influence 
(Council of Europe, 2016). 

Women’s support or involvement in violent extremism efforts may 
be a deliberate result of their personal convictions and 
experiences, independent from those of men in the same group. 
Women who carry out terrorist attacks whether it be through a 
suicide attack or by other means, often receive greater media 
attention. The media often portrays their actions as unwilling, or 
done under the influence of male direction, when in fact this may 
not be the case at all. Such narratives could subsequently 
facilitate sympathy for these women who might have had their 
own motivations for carrying out a terrorist or violent action 
(Speckhard, 2008). However, this is not the case at all, with 
studies demonstrating that women often share the same 
motivations for men in taking up arms, particularly in the case 
where ideology impacts motivation (Loken & Zelenz, 2018). 
Discriminatory religious and social customs that are often seen in 
societies that foster jihadist terrorists, have left women as an 
untapped resource in supporting the ideological causes of terrorist 
organizations, but still note that women can play an important role 
in perpetrating and supporting terrorist actions (Sutten, 2009).

Countering the Gender Norms in CVE
In order to ensure an adequate understanding of the role of 
women in terrorism/counterterrorism efforts, researchers who 
undertake efforts on CVE/counterterrorism related matters must 
take on a gendered lens to their work. They must note that the 
violence that women perpetrate is largely contextual to the 
environment in which they operate. In addition, they must 
remember that women can take on many roles, both peaceful and 
violent in nature, and that in order to succeed in the prevention of 
violent extremism, an integrated awareness of gender must be 
enhanced for those working on CVE/radicalization efforts. By 
omitting women from terrorism prevention efforts, from a 
security standpoint, undermines their ability to contribute in the 
role of mitigators of extremism and radicalization (Gentry, 2019).

Many of the goals outlined in national strategies to combat 

terrorism are identified through broad categories such as 
terrorist financing, defeating terrorist organizations, identifying 
areas that act as a sanctuary for terrorists and also diminishing 
the causes that terrorists seek to exploit. But women play a role 
in all of these goals and objectives (Sutten, 2009). Indeed, women 
are essential to the understanding and formation of 
counterterrorist strategies, as implementing a gendered 
perspective reduces the reliance on stereotypes of men and 
women perpetrating violence. Women have been painted as 
‘inherently peaceful’, ‘motherly and therefore victim’, while also 
remaining stealthy assets to terrorist causes (Orav et al., 2018). 

Conclusion
Integrating UNSC 1325 to CVE and radicalization efforts will likely 
create a more nuanced and targeted approach when identifying 
the motivations of women to carry out terrorist actions. While 
women can simultaneously engage in roles traditionally ascribed 
to them by societal expectations (mother, caretaker, etc.) in the 
context of radicalization and terrorist efforts, women are uniquely 
positioned to pass on their ideology to subsequent generations 
(Fink et al., 2013). Women can perpetrate the continuation of 
radical ideologies and terrorism, or conversely prevent these 
notions from spreading through peacebuilding efforts. 

It is important to understand and continue to examine the roles 
that women can take on in supporting and perpetrating acts of 
terrorism or violence. These roles are not clearly defined, and this 
paper demonstrated only some of the many perspectives 
surrounding women’s involvement in terrorism. While research has 
increasingly been carried out, further research is needed on this 
topic. Particularly, research focusing and identifying the roles that 
women play in perpetuating specific acts of violence and terrorism. 
Moreover, such research should be analyzed through these 
women’s motivations and the impact of their involvement. The role 
of women in proliferating terrorism is much more complicated, 
going beyond long held traditional views and narratives, as they are 
both uniquely positioned to not only prevent violent extremist and 
acts of terrorism, but to perpetuate them as well.
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